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Visionary foreign language programs do 
FOUR pivotally important things

set proficiency targets for every year of language 
instruction

design instructional pathways to lead to those targets

assess--both internally and externally--to see if the 
targets are being met

analyze data to make appropriate modifications
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What Does It Mean to 
be “Proficient?”
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Government  Academic  Definition
(FSI) Scale                     (ACTFL/ETS) Scale

4+  Distinguished Able to speak the language with sufficient
4    structural accuracy and vocabulary to participate
3+  Superior  effectively in most formal and informal 
3    conversations

5  Native  Able to speak like an educated native speaker

2+                                         Advanced High                   Able to handle Superior level tasks much of the time but cannot 
                                                                                          sustain that level of language

2   Advanced Mid                     Able to satisfy most work requirements and show
                                                    some ability to communicate on concrete topics

   Advanced Low Able to satisfy routine social demands and
      limited work requirements

1+   Intermediate High Able to satisfy most survival needs and limited
     social demands

1   Intermediate Mid Able to satisfy some survival needs and some limited
    social demands 
 
  Intermediate Low Able to satisfy basic survival needs and minimum
    courtesy requirements

0+  Novice High  Able to satisfy needs with learned utterances

0  Novice Mid  Able to operate in only a very limited capacity

  Novice Low  Unable to function in the spoken language

      No ability whatsoever in the language

Source: Judith E. Liskin-Gasparro. ETS Oral Proficiency Testing Manual. Princeton, N.J.: Educational Testing Service, 1982.
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Quick Write
What do we know about . . .

Novice speakers?

Advanced speakers?

Intermediate speakers?
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Quick Write
What do we know about . . .

Novice speakers?

Advanced speakers?

Intermediate speakers?

Sunday, November 17, 13



What can Novices do ?
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When Novices speak they . . .
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

• respond to simple questions on the most  
common features of daily life

• convey minimal meaning by using
✴ isolated words
✴ lists of words
✴ memorized phrases
✴ an occasional short, simple sentence

• ask memorized, formulaic questions

• are at the WORD level
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What can Intermediates do ?
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When Intermediates speak they . . . 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

• can be a “conversation” partner

• ask and answer simple “original” questions

• can handle basic uncomplicated language 
needed to take care of daily situations

• “create” with language to express their 
own thoughts

• use sentences, strings of sentences and 
sentence connectors
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What can Advanced speakers do ?
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Speakers at the Advanced level . . .
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

• participate actively in conversations in most 
formal and informal settings on concrete and 
factual topics of personal and public interest;

• narrate and describe in major time frames with 
good control;

• deal effectively with unanticipated complications 
through a variety of communicative devices;

• sustain communication by using, with suitable 
accuracy and confidence, connected discourse of 
paragraph length and substance;

• satisfy the demands of work and/or school 
situations.
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Visionary foreign language programs do 
FOUR pivotally important things

set proficiency targets for every year of language 
instruction

design instructional pathways to lead to those targets

assess--both internally and externally--to see if the 
targets are being met

analyze data to make appropriate modifications
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What happens when 
we don’t have 

proficiency targets?
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What we are getting in proficiency from secondary 
and college students after . . .

Level 1 ?    NL             
Level 2 ?  NM
Level 3 ?  NH
Level 4 ?  IL

NH
NH
NH
NH / IL

old data *
(N=7500,
ca. 1999)

new data *
(N=22,000,
2008)

* data gathered  by 
using the 

STAMP Test
www.avantassessment.com
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Sharing what we’re learning

Why do you think the 2008 results for Level 1 were 
so much higher?

Why do you think the students did not continue to 
progress in proficiency after Level 1?

In a small group of 3-4:
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What can we expect in proficiency from 
students after . . .

Level 1    NL-NM             
Level 2  NM
Level 3  NH
Level 4  IL

NH
NH
NH
NH/IL

* data gathered  by 
using the 

STAMP Test
www.avantassessment.com

old data *
(N=7500,
ca. 1999)

new data *
(N=22,000,
2008)

Why do you think the 2008 results for Level 1 were 
so much higher?

Why do you think the students did not continue to 
progress in proficiency after Level 1?

Sunday, November 17, 13



What can we expect in proficiency from 
students after . . .

Level 1    NL-NM             
Level 2  NM
Level 3  NH
Level 4  IL

NH
NH
NH
IL

NH
IL
IM
IM

possible 
target

* data gathered  by 
using the 

STAMP Test
www.avantassessment.com

old data *
(N=7500,
ca. 1999)

new data *
(N=22,000,
2008)
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Visionary foreign language programs do 
FOUR pivotally important things

set proficiency targets for every year of language 
instruction

design instructional pathways to lead to those targets

assess--both internally and externally--to see if the 
targets are being met

analyze data to make appropriate modifications
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What are our
“instructional pathways?”

Sunday, November 17, 13



We’ve defined “how well” our 
students will use the language 

but . . .

• what will they say?
• in what contexts?
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Curriculum through the 
lens 

of proficiency 
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• What will students know and be able to do?

• How will students show they can do that?

• What activities will get us there?

?  ?  ?

Backward Design
explicated by Wiggins and McTighe in Understanding by Design

?  ?  ?
Stage 1

Stage 2

Stage 3

?  ?  ?
POP QUIZ
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Visionary foreign language programs do 
FOUR pivotally important things

set proficiency targets for every year of language 
instruction

design instructional pathways to lead to those targets

assess--both internally and externally--to see if the 
targets are being met

analyze data to make appropriate modifications

Sunday, November 17, 13



What are the purposes 
of assessment?
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What do we mean by

internal assessment?

external assessment?
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What external 
assessments do we have 
in foreign languages?
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Why is external 
assessments so important 

for us?
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Visionary foreign language programs do 
FOUR pivotally important things

set proficiency targets for every year of language 
instruction

design instructional pathways to lead to those targets

assess--both internally and externally--to see if the 
targets are being met

analyze data to make appropriate modifications
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